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A search for the hashtag #avocado on Instagram currently yields over 12.1 million posts, and around 1.2 million posts for
the hashtag #avocadotoast. According to the online dating service Zoosk.com, just mentioning guacamole in your profile
will make you 144% more likely to get a message from someone interested in going on a date with you. In 2010, Kim
Kardashian blogged a photo of herself wearing an avocado face mask, and in 2015 Miley Cyrus tattooed an avocado on
her arm. There are lattes served within avocado husks; knitted avocado toys; avocados on t-shirts, socks and greetings
cards; and avocado-themed Christmas ornaments and wallpaper. ‘Let’s avocuddle’ has become a common social media
buzz phrase, and in 2016, after months of social media efforts and online petitions, Apple finally released the avocado
emoji.
For better or worse, the avocado has become the symbol of the millennial generation, and avocado toast its signature
dish. It’s so popular, in fact, that the world’s most valuable brands have tapped into the zeitgeist: McDonald’s now
features avocado toast on the menu of restaurants in Japan, and in 2019, Coca Cola, as part of an April Fool’s Day
marketing bit, released a smashed avocado flavored coke. A London plastic surgeon even coined the term “avocado hand”
in reference to an increasing number of patients coming in with knife injuries from cutting into the fruit. The popularity
of avocados has also won a lot of scorn. Australian millionaire property developer Tim Gurner described millennials as
"profligate" and argued that they would stand more of a chance of being able to afford a home if they stopped buying so
much avocado toast.
For a generation that grew up with the avocado as ubiquitous as the apple, it’s hard to believe that one hundred years
ago, the avocado was scarcely known outside of its ancestral homeland of Michoacán, Mexico. Demand grew steadily over
the past century, due in large part to marketing campaigns launched by producers to boost its popularity, but really
began to accelerate over the past two decades. Today, the avocado market, which has reached nearly every continent, is
booming.
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The United States is the largest consumer market for avocados. According to the USDA, avocado consumption in the U.S.
climbed sharply from an average of 1.6 pounds per person throughout the 1980s and 1990s to an average of 8 pounds
person in 2018, an increase of 400%, far exceeding all other fresh fruit products. A total of about four billion avocados
are consumed per year in the U.S., and on one day alone, Americans consume over 100 million pounds of avocados,
mostly in the form of guacamole: Super Bowl Sunday. And it’s not just the United States that has fallen in love with
avocados. According to the UN’s Food and Agriculture Organization, between 2010 and 2016, global imports of avocados
grew by around 120%, with rapid increases in countries including Canada, the UK, and Japan. In China, the fastest-
growing market, imports have jumped from 2 tons in 2010 to 50,000 tons in 2018.
Fame, of course, has its downsides.
As is often the case, Western diet and food trends that have a history of being eaten in the developing world become
increasingly out of reach for a lot of the traditional consumers. The U.S. imports around 85% of its avocados, and nine
out of ten of those imported avocados come from Mexico – the largest producer of avocados in the world, accounting for
nearly half of avocados in the global market. Meanwhile, per capita consumption of avocados in Mexico has dropped
from its peak of over 46 pounds per year to only 13.5 pounds per year. Mexican growers have more incentive to supply
the foreign market rather than the domestic one, since people in North America and Western Europe are willing to pay
more for avocados. A large, good-quality avocado at a food market now sells for about the equivalent of a day’s worth of
Mexico’s legal minimum wage, effectively pricing out ordinary Mexicans from the market. 
There are economic benefits in the regions where avocados are grown, as production creates jobs, but production also
creates opportunities for exploitation of land rights and of marginalized people, as well as consequences for biodiversity,
soil health, and water resources. Evidence is mounting that the increase in avocado consumption during recent decades
is causing negative environmental and social impacts in avocado-growing regions and that a road map toward
sustainability is urgently needed. But despite these costs, consumption shows no signs of decline.
So how did this green fruit, with its alligator-like skin and distinctly odd mouthfeel, come to conquer the world? And has
our insatiable appetite for avocados created more problems than profits? In the context of increasingly globalized food
systems, we often don’t realize that our food choices – driven by a desire for convenience and a susceptibility to food fads
– have consequences in terms of how supply chains are structured, influencing what’s grown, how it’s grown, and how it
gets to us. This story will trace the path by which avocados get from the tree to the topping on your toast, and explore the
dissonance between our love for avocados and the costs of our obsession for this newly fashionable fruit.
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Eating with the fullest pleasure – pleasure, that is, that does not depend on ignorance – is perhaps the profoundest
enactment of our connection with the world. In this pleasure we experience our dependence and our gratitude, for we
are living in a mystery, from creatures we did not make and powers we cannot comprehend.
—Wendell Berry
 
The Avocado: An A-List Celebrity
In 2017, the avocado unseated the banana – long the top among U.S. food imports – as America’s most valuable
imported fruit. Grocers across the U.S. bought $2.72 billion worth of imported avocados, accounting for 15% of total
fruit-import sales and eclipsing the amount spent on bananas by $200 million. So far, the avocado has held its lead, and
given our collective appetite for this green fruit, its position doesn’t look poised for a reversal any time soon.
Avocados seem to be everywhere, eaten by nearly everyone. They are a common ingredient on restaurant menus and
recipe sites around the world – in the form of guacamole, spread on toast and tacos, blended into hummus and pasta
sauce, turned into sweet treats like ice cream and smoothies and even baked into cookies and cakes. They have also been
touted as a key ingredient in beauty products, including avocado masks for the face, hands and hair, and lip balms and
lotions infused with avocado oil.
(From left to right) Figure 1: Avocado Smoothie Bowl (Bissex & Weiss, 2016); Figure 2: Pasta with Avocado Sauce (Verch, 2017); Figure 3: Avocado Key
Lime Pie (Bissex & Weiss, 2012).
We need look no further than the success of Chipotle Mexican Grill for evidence that this country will take just about as
much avocado as it can get. The fast-casual restaurant chain reached its highest recorded digital sales day in company
history owing to its National Avocado Day promotion in 2018. Demand for the free guacamole offer was so high that it
drove sales up nearly 60% and even caused their website to crash. Fast food chains from Burger King to Au Bon Pain use
the beloved ingredient as a sales pitch in product launches and ad campaigns, consistently resulting in increased traffic. 
If foods were celebrities, then the avocado has become the A-lister of the food industry – highly desired and able to drive
profits and shape the daily eating habits of billions. And like any A-list celebrity, the avocado has become an object of
fascination, adoration and even ridicule in popular culture and social media.
The fruit is a favorite among health and beauty bloggers, boasting of its nutritional qualities and sharing recipes and tips
for avocado beauty treatments.  It is also one of the most photographed foods on social media platforms: Every day, 3
million new pictures of it – whole, halved, and in various dishes – are posted on Instagram. In 2015 the New York Times
started a bitter Twitter feud when food columnist Melissa Clark published a recipe that called for adding peas to
guacamole. The post received 700 retweets within 24 hours, inspiring the hashtag #GuacGate, and even President Barack
Obama chimed in to express his disagreement. 
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Figures 4 & 5: Twitter responds to The New York Time's guacamole recipe (Epatko, 2015).
There is no doubt that the avocado has become a fixture in our collective consciousness. But perhaps the generation most
associated with this trendiest of foods are millennials, and the dish that has most captured the millennial imagination:
avocado toast.
Its origins are hotly debated, some crediting its invention to a café in Australia, others to Southern California, which in
and of itself is an indication of how potent its influence is – to what extent can anyone "invent" something as basic as
avocado on toast?
Figure 6: Avocado toast (Achilleos, 2018).
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But the dish’s feature in Gwyneth Paltrow's 2013 cookbook, It's All Good, was arguably the turning point from a basic
thing to eat to a cultural phenomenon. In it, she likened avocado toast to “a favorite pair of jeans, so reliable and easy and
just what you want.”
Figure 7: Cover of Paltrow's cookbook alongside avocado toast (Kyle, 2016).
Thereafter, food bloggers, reputable chefs, and food magazines started iterating the recipe and introducing their own
versions. 
Figure 8: Avocado toast with cucumber and tahini, featured in Bon Appétit (Peden + Munk, 2016).
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Figure 9: Cumin Oil–Fried Egg and Avocado Toast, featured in Food & Wine (Kolenko, 2016).
Figure 10: Avocado toast from L.A. restaurant Honey Hi (2017).
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Figure 11: 9 variations of avocado toast by chef Jamie Oliver  (2021).
The dish has even been rendered into an ice cream.
Figure 12: The Avocado Toast Ice Cream Sandwich, by pastry chef Dominique Ansel (2017). 
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In 2016, the Instagram account @TasteOfStreep posted a photoshopped image of Meryl Streep sitting on avocado toast.
(Figure 13)
That same year, a protestor at an anti-Trump rally carried a sign that read, “Put avocado on racism so white people will
pay attention,” which quickly went viral and has since been turned into a t-shirt.
Figure 14: Activist Phillipe Thao at an anti-Trump protest in Chicago (2016).
By 2017, credit card processing company Square estimated that Americans were spending nearly a million dollars a
month on avocado toast, with the average price at $6.78 per slice. 
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Months later was when Melbourne real-estate baron Tim Gurner made international headlines and generated a flurry of
debate on Twitter when he chided millennials for their spending habits, claiming that when he was saving for his first
home, he “wasn’t buying smashed avocado for $19 and four coffees at $4 each.” Magazines and newspapers, including
Time Magazine, the New York Times, and the Guardian, responded with think pieces that calculated exactly how many
slices of avocado toast it would take to afford a home. One Melbourne café owner, in mocking response to Gurner’s
criticism and the negative comments that ensued, created a drink called the avolatte – a latte served in a scooped-out
avocado shell. In a perhaps predictable twist of irony, restaurants around the world starting serving avolattes.
The dish has been fetishized into a pop culture icon. And its popularity has yet to reach its peak: According to Google
Trends data, searches for “avocado toast” are still on the rise.
(From left to right) Figure 15: Diagram illustrating number of avocado toasts it would take to afford a home in Sydney and New York (Zagami,
2017); Figure 16: Avocado latte from The Barn Coffee Roasters in Berlin (2018).
Figure 17: Graph depicting the volume of "avocado toast" queries on Google Search over the past 10 years. Data
source: Google Trends (https://www.google.com/trends). 
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But beyond the pedantry, the twitter wars and the sensationalized news stories, the avocado toast’s cultural impact
reveals a great deal about ingrained associations and aspirational lifestyles, particularly among a young, urban, upwardly
mobile, social-media savvy demographic. As consumption scholar Nathan Greenslit says:
We don’t consume individual objects; we consume
the social order they belong to…when we buy [a
product] we consume assumptions about genders,
households, families, and social status. 
The consumption of avocado toast – and of avocados in general – has become an expression of identity.
The rise of the avocado toast craze coincided with that of another potent trend: “clean eating.” Clean eating grew as a
response to our industrialized food system and the fast and processed foods that came to dominate the American way of
life. It is in essence a diet that promotes eating foods that are “closest to nature,” i.e., unrefined, unprocessed, whole; but
it has come to encompass an entire lifestyle of living more simply and healthfully – in body and mind – and being
mindful of products and activities that can be harmful to the environment. Much like the fetishized avocado toast, “clean
living” has gained a fanatic following thanks to the encouragement of the wellness industry, social media, and celebrities
like the aforementioned Gwyneth Paltrow, who, with her upscale lifestyle brand Goop, is perhaps the most famous face of
today’s wellness culture. In fact, Paltrow’s endorsement of avocado toast – in the cookbook whose byline is: “Delicious,
Easy Recipes That Will Make You Look Good and Feel Great” – turned out to be a pivotal moment of intersection
between the two fads.  
For this growing community of clean living followers, armed with discretionary income and consumed by social media,
avocado toast is the perfect food. It’s healthy yet flavorful, and can be made vegan and gluten-free, allowing for guilt-free
indulgence. British Vogue commented that the act of preparing avocado toast made people feel more “connected” to their
food because they made it themselves and more connected to their bodies because they have put an avocado into them.
Perhaps most importantly, it looks good on Instagram, and – by gesturing toward clean eating, with its moralizing about
“pure” (good) vs. “impure (bad) foods, and the glitz and glamour of its celebrity adherents – it makes whoever posts
photos of it look good, too.
The avocado has come to embody all of the positive qualities of the “clean living” lifestyle, and its consumption a means
to signal one’s health, morality and social status. And people are willing to pay a premium to do so: Despite prices that
average more than $2 per fruit at retail and several times more at many restaurants, Americans continue to buy more
avocados at grocery stores and eateries each year. Entrepreneurs have taken cue, and a new breed of “all-avocado”
restaurants have been popping up around the world, from New York to Tokyo, offering patrons an ideal habitat in which
to fully embody their identities as hip, health-conscious and environmentally-aware individuals, simply by ordering off
the menu.
And even companies whose products have no direct association with avocados have cashed in on the fruit’s social cachet,




Figures 17 - 19: Images of Avocado Green Mattress's Instagram profile page (n.d.).
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Figure 20: Avocado Green Mattress's very first Instagram post in 2016.
Their website and Instagram page are riddled with images of families engaging in eco-friendly activities amid green
landscapes and bounties of fruits and vegetables, including our star avocado. All to suggest that this “clean” and
“sustainable” lifestyle can be fulfilled through the simple act of consumption, albeit at luxury prices. (In fact, the
company recently partnered with the clean-living empire Goop to create the “goop X Avocado bed,” valued at a whopping
$58,000.) The not-so-humble avocado has transcended its biological purpose as food for nourishment to become a
concept in and of itself.
There’s more to the story behind this celebrity fruit-turned-cultural phenomenon. As often happens in the spotlight, the
avocado’s popularity has led to some backlash, in part because its allure has been somewhat dulled by ubiquity, much
like other trendy foods that have become so mainstream that they were eventually deemed too cliché and overhyped, like
kale and quinoa. Some even flocked to Twitter to express their discontent using the hashtag #overcado.   
But in the case of the avocado, the backlash carries a moral dimension as well, as another, less glamorous narrative has
been unfolding. The surge in demand to feed our food fetish has placed unprecedented pressure on the environment and
on communities further along the supply chain, causing a few restaurants to remove avocados from their menus. And yet,
despite the backlash, avocado mania shows no signs of slowing down.
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So how did we get here? What’s the full story behind the avocado’s meteoric rise in popularity? And what are the real-
world consequences of our obsession with this green fruit?
Figure 21: Avocado-themed pillows (fortheloveofnutrition, 2017).
Figure 22: A popular avocado meme (Good Fat Sydney, 2017).
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Figure 23: Avocado plush toy (Avocado Green Mattress, 2020).
A History of the Avocado 
Persea Americana 
The name “avocado” commonly refers to the fruit of the avocado tree. The avocado tree is grown today on every continent
except Antarctica, but its origins lie firmly in the subtropical highlands of central Mexico and its species is known as
Persea americana. Its seeds were first dispersed by the mega-herbivores of the late Pleistocene epoch, whose throats and
digestive tracts were so large that they could swallow the avocado fruit whole and defecate the intact seed as they moved
about the landscape, spreading avocados from their original home down through what are today the countries of Central
America and the northernmost reaches of South America. The age of the megafauna then came to an end as a new seed
disperser was making its way down the North American continent, driving forward the evolution of the avocado just as
surely as its predecessors: Homo sapiens.
Around 20,000 years ago, during a period known as the Last Glacial Maximum, a dramatic drop in sea levels exposed
what we now call the Bering Land Bridge, allowing humans to cross from Asia into the Americas and begin their
southward migration. About 6,000 years or so later, they had arrived and settled in the avocado’s homeland in central
Mexico. Archaeological remains from the Tehuacán Valley in the Mexican state of Puebla indicate that early
Mesoamericans were using the fruit of the avocado tree for food since at least 9,000 years ago, though some evidence
suggests that avocados were being eaten as early as around 10,000 BC.
Before avocados were a staple of the millennial diet, they were a key food source for the Mokaya and the Norte-Chico, the
earliest organized cultural groups in Mesoamerica and northern South America respectively. Excavation sites show a
level of avocado consumption that exceeded even that of maize. But it was most likely the Olmecs, the Mayans, and the
Aztecs who first domesticated the avocado and actively managed avocado orchards, and archaeological evidence shows
the fruit increasing in size throughout the pre-Columbian era. Places with more intense avocado cultivation tended to
have higher population densities, speaking to the fruit’s importance as a source of nutrition, with its high levels of fat,
calories and protein. Its dietary value was equally matched by (and perhaps the basis of) the avocado’s revered status in
early Mesoamerican mythology and culture, as representations of the fruit and glyphs meaning “avocado” occur
frequently in their texts and stonework – much like today’s avocado GIFs.
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The avocado is mentioned as part of the creation story in the Mayan holy book, the Popul Vah. The story goes that
humans were created from masa made with white and yellow maize, and fruit trees, including the avocado tree, were
provided for their sustenance. 
The fruit also figures in the Mayan solar calendar, known as the Haab Calendar: The fourteenth “month” of the calendar
is represented by the glyph for avocado. This glyph is found in many stone carvings in the excavated ruins of an early
Mayan city in Pusilha, Belize, whose rulers were known as “the Lords of the Avocado.”
Figure 24: Drawing of Uniw or K'ank'in, the Mayan glyph for avocado (Ysgrifen, 2018).
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Carvings of avocado trees appear on tombs in the Mayan city of Palenque in Chiapas, Mexico, including the tomb of King
Pakal the Great built in 650 AD. The Maya believed that their ancestors would be reborn as trees, and they would often
plant avocado trees on the graves of the newly buried.
Figure 25: Drawing of Lady Kanal-Ikal emerging with an avocado tree on the side of King Pakal's tomb (Landon,
2009).
The Aztecs likewise revered the savory fruit. In the Aztec culture, avocados were believed to impart strength and fertility
to both men and women, due to their similarity in shape to that of a male testicle or the fact that they grow in pairs. In
fact, the Aztecs named the fruit “āhuacatl,” which in the Nahuatl language also meant “testicle.” The aroma of a ripening
avocado was considered a powerful aphrodisiac, and women from noble Aztec families were not allowed outside during
the harvest period for fear the aroma would drive them wild with desire. 
Nonetheless, avocados were a favorite of Aztec nobility and were among the most desired of fruits demanded as tribute
by the rulers in the capital city of Tenochtitlan, what is now Mexico City. The name of another major Aztec city,
Ahuacatlan, means “city where avocado abounds.” Its glyph is an avocado tree with teeth, and growing avocados remains
to this day one of the city’s top economic activities.
Figure 26: Drawing of Aztec glyph for the city Ahuacatlan (Martin, 2006).
By the time the Spanish arrived in the Americas in the 16th century, avocados were being grown and consumed from
central Mexico through to Peru and in parts of the Caribbean. The Spanish called it “aguacate,” derived from the Aztec
“āhuacatl,” and immediately developed a taste for the fruit. The first written mention of an avocado was by the explorer
Martín Fernández de Enciso in his 1519 travelogue Suma de Geografia. De Enciso described the fruit as “one which looks
like an orange and when it is ready for eating it turns yellowish; that which it contains is like butter and is of marvelous
flavor, so good and pleasing to the palate that it is a marvelous thing.” The colonialist and writer Fernandez de Oviedo
likened avocados to Spanish pears, but better: “…they are not like those of Spain, though held in no less esteem; rather is
their fruit of such a nature that they have many advantages over our pears.”
The historical record is rich with descriptions of New World native plants by European chroniclers, their reports
providing a fascinating look at the variety and use of the avocado in the Americas at the time they arrived. Friar Toribio
de Benavente commented on the range of avocado types: “The early ones common in all this land and all the year are like
early figs. Other avocados are big as large pears…others as big as a small pumpkin; ones with a big seed and little flesh
and others with more flesh.” Writers often mentioned the fruit’s medicinal uses as well. Long before Goop followers
9/7/2021 Avocado Mania
https://www.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=681834639c9d44e6b15640262460768a&print 17/47
lauded the avocado as a way of clean living, its seed was used to heal swollen feet and bruises, and its pulp was
considered a remedy for various infections and inflammation. In 1672 the English physician William Hughes wrote that
the avocado was “one of the most rare and pleasant fruits…it nourisheth and strengtheneth the body, corroborating the
vital spirits.” It was also used for beautification: The oil from the seed was applied to hair to add luster and the pulp was
rubbed onto the face and body to sooth the skin, much like Kim Kardashian does today.
Evidently, the avocado’s celebrity status in today’s world has old-school roots. 
The Alligator Pear Comes to California
The avocado gradually made its way around the colonized world with the help of the Spanish, who frequently used it as
food for enslaved people working their sugar plantations. In 1751 the future American president George Washington,
while travelling in the West Indies, commented that “avogago pears” were very popular in Barbados. But it would be
another one hundred years before avocados took root in the continental United States.
Avocado trees were first planted in Florida in 1833 by Henry Perrine, who believed that the tropical fruit he encountered
in southern Mexico had commercial potential. However, the trees were abandoned after Perrine’s untimely death during
the Second Seminole War, and cultivation didn’t take off in the Sunshine State until the early 1900s. In 1871 Judge R.B.
Ord obtained saplings from central Mexico, where he purportedly fell in love with avocados, and planted them on his
farm in Santa Barbara. A pair of these grew well and went on to produce copious amounts of fruit. Thus began the
modern avocado industry in California.
From the beginning, avocados were a profitable crop for growers, and a luxury for consumers: In 1905 they were selling
for 30 to 50 cents apiece in California; that same year, the average wage for the American worker was 22 cents an hour.
By 1914, hotels in Los Angeles and San Francisco were paying as much as $12 a dozen, which in today’s dollars is about
$26 for a single fruit. Recognizing the huge market potential, commercial avocado growers in California joined to form
the California Ahuacate Association in 1915 with the aim to improve the “culture, production, and marketing” of the fruit,
ushering in a calculated, decades-long campaign to morph the avocado into an American cultural fixture.
That same year, the association convened a meeting in Los Angeles, where their first order of business was to come up
with a common name under which all growers would market the fruit. At the time avocados were commonly referred to
as aguacate, or ahuacate (a derivative of the Spanish word for the fruit that was commonly used in Mexico), and alligator
pears, which was likely a mispronunciation of the Spanish word, though some argue the name came about because of the
fruit's dark, pebbly skin and pear-like shape. For growers who wanted to promote the avocado as upscale and luxurious –
in order to justify its premium price – these names were considered off-putting and bad for business. 
Aguacate, they believed, was too exotic, and, given the highly charged racial climate of the U.S. at the time, they wanted
to avoid an unsavory association with Mexicans. Alligator pear was likewise considered too rural and rustic. The term
was so detested, in fact, that a motion was made at one of the association’s early meetings to levy a fine on any member
who marketed their fruit as an alligator pear, because, they argued, the term was “ruining the business.” The growers
decided to go with the name “avocado,” because they believed it sounded more continental, and thus had more mass
appeal. Shortly thereafter, the term “avocado” started to appear in popular dictionaries throughout the country.
Yet for all of their efforts, there was little demand for this odd fruit. They may seem ubiquitous today, but it took decades
of experimentation and creative marketing to make avocados a universally loved little luxury. Early marketers focused on
branding avocados as a delicacy for the elite and status seekers, targeting upper- and middle-class women in particular
since they were the gatekeepers of food in the household and could afford the expensive fruit. Ads in the New Yorker,
Vogue, Vanity Fair, and other luxe publications of the day extolled avocados as “the aristocrat of salad fruit.” 
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Figure 27: New Yorker avocado advertisement from the 1920s (Rude, 2017 ).
Print advertising also included recipes that often paired the avocado with other luxury or exotic foods, such as lobster or
grapefruit, in order to strengthen its connection with glamorous lifestyles. Marketers were trying to make the avocado an
aspirational food, setting the stage for the now-familiar air of superiority around avocados, while also harkening back to
its revered status in early Mesoamerican cultures – though they still made sure to downplay the fruit’s ethnic origins.
It was a reasonable strategy, but it wouldn’t do if the avocado were to become a mass-market commodity. And the
avocado was a tough sell, because it didn’t fit into any of the neat categories of the Euro-American culinary repertoire: It’s
a fruit, but it isn’t sweet; it isn’t ready to eat straight from the market (at least not until recently); and despite attempts to
reduce its ethnic associations, it seemed distinctly foreign to Americans. There was also its long-standing reputation as
an aphrodisiac, which made the fruit taboo among the conservative American public. Avocados remained a regional food,
consumed mostly in parts of the U.S. where avocado farms existed, such as California, Florida, and Hawaii. That is, until
a new variety hit the shelves that would appeal to the masses and provide a huge boon to the industry: the Hass avocado.
Before the Hass, the reigning avocado variety was the Fuerte, which by 1940 represented 75% of California’s avocado
production. The Hass avocado was discovered (and named after) postal worker Rudolph Hass in La Habra Heights,
California, who in 1926 attempted a cross between avocados of the Mexican and Guatemalan varieties. At first Hass
ignored the one tree that took, because its fruit did not fit the commercial standard at the time: Its skin was bumpy and
turned purplish-black as it ripened, whereas the Fuerte was smooth and stayed green. But Hass’s children fell in love
with the fruit’s particularly creamy texture and unique nutty flavor, and they convinced their father to save the tree. Hass
started selling the excess to his co-workers and at the local grocery store, and the fruit’s reputation began to grow – it
even won a blue ribbon at the California State Fair.
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(From left to right) Figure 28: Ripening stages of the Hass avocado (Your North Shore, 2020); Figure 29: Fuerte avocados (Racovita, 2020).
Growers soon took interest. In addition to taste, the Hass offered several advantages over the Fuerte variety. The trees
had a longer growing season and bore more fruit, producing an impressive amount after just two or three years. Their
thicker, rougher skin meant that the fruit could be handled, packed, and transported long distances with minimal
bruising. The Hass also ripened slowly, changed color when ripe, and had a much longer shelf life, which was appealing
to retailers. Its dark skin hid blemishes and its smaller size meant consumers could finish it faster before it could spoil.
All told, the Hass proved more viable as a mass-produced fruit and went on to become the mainstream variety produced
and distributed around the country. By 1957, the Hass comprised 15% of the crop in California; by 1972, it surpassed the
Fuerte in total volume, and by 1990, the Hass accounted for 83% of California's avocado production.
Of the more than 400 varieties of avocado that have been cultivated over thousands of years, it is the Hass – which didn’t
even exist a century ago – that now dominates production worldwide, comprising 80% of the global crop. And despite the
history of the avocado in Mexico, the one type of avocado that every farmer in Michoacán grows is the Hass variety.
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Figure 30: Different varieties of avocado (Redzepi, 2017).
Superfood & the Super Bowl: The Avocado Takes Over the World
While the Hass was on its way to becoming the industry standard, growers continued their tireless campaign to redraft
and rebrand the avocado. Demand grew steadily over the decades but didn’t really start to take off until the 1990s, and
that was in large part due to the passage of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), a treaty that created a
free trade zone between Mexico, Canada, and the U.S. Since the early part of the twentieth century, the U.S. avocado
market depended largely on growers from California; but as demand increased over the years, California production
struggled to keep up. Avocado growth in California is seasonal, with the harvest just barely getting started in February,
and land and water are too scarce to expand production. Mexico, on the other hand, boasts four harvest seasons, so
avocados are grown virtually year-round. But for eight decades, the U.S. government banned imports of Mexican
avocados over fears of pest infestation and to protect the domestic avocado industry.  
After NAFTA was signed in 1994, the Mexican government used the clamor for more avocados in the U.S. to leverage
their rights to freely sell agricultural products to their trading partners. The U.S. capitulated, and in 1997 began
incrementally lifting its ban on Mexican imports. Avocado consumption quadrupled over the following decade. By 2007,
all restrictions were finally removed, meaning Americans in all 50 states could buy the fruit year-round. By 2008, Mexico
became the largest supplier of avocados to the U.S., representing around 80% of the market share by 2018. California
growers, once vociferous opponents of Mexican imports, turned out to be happy with the situation, because the constant




Figure 31: Graph comparing domestic vs. imported sources of U.S. avocado supply (USDA, 2020).
With this exponential increase in the supply of avocados, growers in the U.S. began doubling down on their marketing
efforts. NAFTA also provided Mexican growers with an opportunity to capitalize on a new and highly profitable customer
base to the north. It was a chance they seized with both hands, joining forces with importers in the U.S. to form a
marketing board called Avocados From Mexico (AFM). Organizations like AFM, the California Avocado Commission
(CAC), and the Hass Avocado Board (HAB) are funded by a per-pound fee that growers pay to have the boards distribute
their products. That revenue is then used to market the product, so it’s a self-perpetuating process: As sales volume
increases, the board collects more revenue, which increases the marketing budget, and so on. Their primary objective is
to maximize sales, and nowadays these organizations spend millions in advertising in order to do so.
A large portion of these investments have gone toward nutrition-focused promotional campaigns advocating the health
benefits of eating avocados. The nutrition approach dates back to the interwar years – a period when advertising content
in popular newspapers and magazine was heavy on dietary advice. Marketing efforts at the time offered the avocado,
among other fresh California produce, as an antidote to the American diet of too much salt, fatty meat and gravy. These
health claims were boosted by nutritional research that identified and measured the vitamins found in avocados,
categorizing the fruit as a high-nutrition food.
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Figure 31: Calavo avocado advertisement from 1944 (Newsome, 2018).
Avocado marketing experienced a temporary setback in the 1980s with the fat-free craze, which placed avocados – the
fattiest of fruits – in the same class of foods as bacon, eggs and butter. By 1989, an average of only one pound per capita
were being consumed by Americans. Such was the surplus of avocados that their wholesale price dropped to as low as ten
cents a pound. But the avocado industry fought back, funding studies that showed that avocados are high in the “good”
kind fat. Marketers drove home this good-for-you message with print and televisions ads featuring the actress and sex




Source: YouTube (Memory Museum, 2015).
They also gave the avocado a mascot – Mr. Ripe Guy, who carried an avocado-filled basket and travelled in an avocado-
colored car, spreading the good word about avocados – in an attempt to make the fruit fun and approachable. In 1995
they started a national competition to find “Ms. Ripe,” a human companion for Mr. Ripe; contestants were women who
best represented the California lifestyle of healthy eating.
Figure 32: CAC's 1995 print ad for the "Search for Ms. Ripe" competition (Khazan, 2015).
These efforts paid off, and avocados quickly became the poster child of healthy fats. 
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Figure 33: Avocado meme (Kelly 2018).
Industry-sponsored nutritional research continues in today’s promotion of avocados as a so-called “superfood.”
Superfoods are foods that are claimed to be extraordinarily beneficial for health and wellbeing due to their exceptional
nutrient density, and they are often touted as allies in the fight against chronic diseases such as cancer, heart disease,
diabetes and Alzheimer’s. As nutrition scholar Marion Nestle points out, the term “superfood” is nutritionally
meaningless: though nutrient-rich foods like spinach and blueberries are certainly good for you, there is no such thing as
a single miracle food with special health superpowers. But, as avocado growers know, health claims sell, and the
superfood label makes for a great marketing ploy. 
The avocado industry has consistently funded scientific research that they can use to defend and promote avocados as
superfoods, often skewing the findings to get a favorable result. Once they’ve established a research-based health claim,
all it takes is a little help from the press to help sell their product. From studies stating that the fat found in avocados
helps fight cancer, to claims that daily consumption improves cognitive function and strengthens the gut microbiome,
these studies make it into headlines and onto Twitter: Google “avocado” today and you’re likely to get a slew of press
citing expert nutrition advice and singing the praises of the health of this once too-high-in-fat fruit. Health-conscious
consumers have responded accordingly, boosting demand for this superfruit not only as a food but also as a skin care
product.
But perhaps most effective in transforming the avocado into luxury good for the masses was their integration with the
Super Bowl. It started with the Guacamole Bowl campaign in the 1990s, where popular NFL players and their families
competed to win the title of best guacamole. Hill & Knowlton, a public relations firm hired by the CAC to reach the vast
American public, hyped up the competition, giving out guacamole samples to sports reporters and fans, publishing
recipes, and touting the potential for the winning recipe to predict the winner of the Super Bowl. Its tactics – bolstered by
health claims that made guacamole seem like a healthier alternative to the wings, pizza and brews that typically
dominated Super Bowl party offerings – were a success: The economic value of California avocados skyrocketed 70%
from 1988 to 2000. Guacamole was primed to become the official snack of the Super Bowl.
Then AFM entered the scene, honing in further on the Super Bowl and procuring a coveted ad spot in 2015 – the first
time any produce has ever been advertised during the most watched television broadcast in the U.S. In the years since,





Source: YouTube (ABC Action News, 2017).
The results speak for themselves: In 2020 the Mexican avocado industry broke record by shipping nearly 34,000 tons to
the U.S. during Super Bowl week. Mexican daily newspaper El Heraldo de México reported that over 1,400 trucks left the
state of Michoacán for the U.S. every week of January, the equivalent of sending one truckload every six minutes. That
same year, the company Wholly Guacamole, which makes ready-to-serve guacamole, announced (in jest) that it was
offering a year’s worth of “Avocado Hand Insurance” to customers in anticipation of the high volume of people that
would end up in the ER for injuries sustained while slicing an avocado. Together, the American and Mexican marketing
boards have made guacamole as American as apple pie, declaring the avocado the true winner of the Super Bowl.
All of this goes to show that today’s avocado craze was not an accident. As peeling back the curtain behind the history of
the avocado industry proves, the fruit’s modern ascendance owes a huge credit to a dogged marketing effort, the growing
interest in nutrition, and the influx of Mexican exports owing to NAFTA. These factors, combined with the avocado’s
photogenic nature in a world obsessed with social media, created a perfect storm for this one-of-a-kind fruit to become a
permanent fixture in the pop culture conscience of American society.
But at what cost? As production expands to keep pace with our persistent, unquenchable thirst, there are real-world
consequences to this endless cycle of growth. Given the complexities of our modern food system, it’s easy to lose touch
with how and where our food is produced, and what it is doing to the planet, our bodies, and our society. So, let’s take a
closer look at where avocados are grown and how they end up on our plates.
First, some interesting facts about avocados:
The avocado is a single-seeded berry (yes, the pit is a large seed!). Its seed makes up to 10 to 25% of the fruit's weight.
A single avocado tree yields on average 120 avocados per year.
The name guacamole derives from the Nehuatl word ahuaco-mulli, referring to a mash of avocado, tomato, wild onion
and coriander that was enjoyed by the court of Montezuma in Tenochtitlan.
Early Mesoamericans used the liquid from ground avocado seeds as ink, a practice later adopted by the Spanish
colonizers to write their legal documents and manuscripts, some of which are still legible today. 
Mesoamericans also used a diluted form of the liquid as an early form of rouge, and the ground avocado seed and skin
are still used today as fabric dyes. 
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The seed continues to be used in homeopathic remedies: In Mexico, the seed is roasted, ground and consumed as a
treatment for diarrhea and dysentery, while in Nigeria, the seed is powdered and used as a treatment for hypertension.
Avocados are one of the few fruits that ripen only after they are picked. They can stay on the tree in a mature but unripe
state for 6 months.
An avocado tree can live for as long as five hundred years in the wild. In California, a Hass avocado tree is still robustly
producing fruit at nearly one hundred years old, and wild trees estimated to be nearly four hundred years old are bearing
fruit in Central Mexico.
From Farm to Plate: An Avocado’s Journey
Whether it's on toast, on pizza, or baked into desserts, this most popular fruit has proven to be versatile enough that
people around the world are opening restaurants completely devoted to avocados. From the U.S. to Thailand, these all-
avocado restaurants are serving up avocado in a myriad of ways, each offering a distinct local flair. 
Figure 34: Spicy salmon avocado salad from Bangkok’s The Hass Bistro (2018).
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Figure 35: Avocado pizza from Rome’s Avocado Bar (2021).
Figure 36: Vegan avocado shawarma from Tel Aviv’s Avocada (2019).
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And then there’s New York’s own Avocaderia.
Figure 37: Avocado bowl (Avocaderia, 2019).
With locations in Chelsea and Brooklyn’s Sunset Park, New York’s avocado aficionados can satisfy their obsession with
favorite standbys, from guacamole to avocado smoothies, and variations of salads, bowls, and – of course – avocado toast
inspired by a variety of international flavors from Mexico to Japan. On opening day in 2017, the restaurant sold out of
avocados after just 90 minutes. A year later, one of the co-owners pitched his establishment in front of a national
audience on Shark Tank – the show where entrepreneurs try to convince investors to fund their business ideas – and
received $400,000 in funding to help expand their business in New York City and across the country.
The owners – three restaurateurs from Italy – claim that their purpose is “to create comfort and wellbeing through
healthy food.” A page on Avocaderia’s website is dedicated to the avocado’s nutritional benefits, and an accompanying
cookbook released in 2018 likewise touts the superfood qualities of this “wellness-savvy staple.” Like the majority of
restaurants and grocery stores in New York City (and throughout the U.S.), Avocaderia uses Hass avocados, and they get
those avocados from Michoacán.
Avocados in Mexico
Michoacán is a verdant landscape in central Mexico, with a temperate climate and rolling hills of rich volcanic soil. The
combination of abundant sunshine, timely rainfall, altitude, and fertile soil provide an ideal setting for growing avocados.
Once NAFTA allowed Mexican avocados to enter the U.S. market, national production tripled in less than a decade, with
exports to the U.S. rising more than 13,000-fold from 1997 to 2017. About 90% of this production comes from Michoacán
– the only Mexican state allowed to export avocados to the U.S. 
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(From left to right) Figure 38: Map of Michoacán (The New York Times, 2016);  Figure 39: The hilly green landscape of Michoacán (Aguilar, 2014).
The increase in avocado production – often dubbed “the green rush” – has brought many social and economic benefits to
the region. With the lifting of the ban, avocados went from being a cheap local staple to a billion-dollar export business
virtually overnight. At the height of the boom, 1 hectare (equivalent to 2.5 acres) of orchard could produce $100,000
worth of avocados. Within a few years, avocados were the largest cash crop in the region. Growers dubbed them oro
verde – green gold. The average size of an orchard here, while growing, is still small, and many growers are making a
living on a plot of 10 hectare or less. Farmers who came from families that had been tenant farmers and campesinos for
generations suddenly found themselves in the middle class. Avocado production, packing, and distribution provides
more than 300,000 jobs in a region where employment is otherwise irregular, and an orchard worker can earn up to $60
per day, which is significantly higher than the country’s $5 minimum wage.
Figure 40: Farmer trimming grass on his avocado orchard in Michoacán (Zehbrauskas , 2016).
But there is trouble in paradise. It has been the official policy of Mexico’s Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development
(SAGARPA) to encourage the development of avocado orchards – through reforms that reduce environmental
regulations, enable the privatization of public lands and resources like water, and offer credits and tax benefits for
avocado producers – as a means to promote economic development in poorer rural regions of Mexico. That often means
turning a blind eye to the growing number of illegal, unregistered, and unmonitored orchards in Michoacán – where at
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least one quarter of the total of 500,000 acres of orchards are illegal – and in neighboring states. The unintended
consequences of this policy, exacerbated by the unquenchable American thirst for avocados, have caused harm to the
area’s environment and the wellbeing of its inhabitants. 
One of the most devastating consequences has been the increasing and uncontrolled displacement of Mexico’s native
forests. Mexico is one of the most biologically diverse countries in the world. The same microclimate that allows for year-
round avocado production is also home to pine, oak and fir forests, which cover over 33% of Mexico’s land area. These
forests support a wide variety of flora, fauna, and local communities. But in order to feed our growing demand, growers
are clearing native trees and replacing them with orchards of Hass avocado trees. In Michoacán alone, it is estimated that
over 85,000 hectares of forest loss occurred between 2001 and 2017, with avocado orchards accounting for nearly one-
fifth of this loss. And the rate appears to be increasing: Avocado production drove 30-40% of recent deforestation in
Michoacán. Every year, another 20,000 hectares of Mexican wild forest are cleared to plant avocados. 
Figure 40: Land cleared for growing avocados (Zehbrauskas , 2016).
Deforestation in turn has had severe downstream effects, starting with the impact on groundwater. Avocado trees tend to
take up nearly all the water that comes to their roots, as opposed to pine trees, which take a small amount and allow the
rest to pass by and filter into aquifers, eventually replenishing the small streams and wells in the area. One mature
avocado tree uses as much water as fourteen mature pine trees, meaning that less water is available to recharge the
aquifers. Streams that once ran year-round are now seasonal. This land-use change has even affected microclimate
patterns, and rainfall now tends to be concentrated in the summer months of June, July and August, whereas before it
was spread more evenly throughout the six-month rainy season. 
Forest fires have also become increasingly common. Mexican government officials estimate that 40% of fires in avocado-
growing areas are the result of the methods used to clear land of pines in order to plant avocado orchards. In addition to
intentionally set fires, the effects of deforestation render these regions prone to naturally occurring fires as well: A forest,
if intact, retains moisture and is unlikely to catch fire, but tree clearing reduces forest cover, dries out the soil, increases
temperature and wind speeds, and lowers humidity. All this, compounded by the loss of groundwater swallowed up by
those thirsty avocado trees, creates conditions ripe for combustion. 
What’s more, as these fires burn, carbon stored in the trees and other vegetation combusts, releasing carbon dioxide and
other potent greenhouse gases such as methane and nitrous oxide into the atmosphere, fueling climate change. It is
estimated that 12% of global greenhouse gas emissions derive from deforestation – a process which is itself made more
9/7/2021 Avocado Mania
https://www.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=681834639c9d44e6b15640262460768a&print 31/47
acute by the effects of climate change, as increased emissions lead to higher temperatures, which then create drier, more
fire-prone conditions. With more fires comes more emissions, perpetuating the entire cycle.
The combined effects of deforestation pose a growing threat to the region’s biodiversity. Over one quarter of avocado
orchards in Michoacán are located in Key Biological Areas – sites that are designated as vital to the preservation of
threatened species. The expansion of avocado orchards has been driving habitat loss in these areas and endangering
important native species, including the monarch butterfly. Michoacán is a stop along the migration route for many
monarchs, which migrate more than 3,000 miles from Canada and New England to winter homes in Michoacán’s forests.
The pine and oak trees in this area provide the monarch with food and thermal cover, but as more and more forest is
converted to avocado orchards, it becomes harder for these creatures to survive the winter. The Mexican government has
designated over 80,000 hectares of these pine-oak forests as the Monarch Butterfly Biosphere Reserve, but enforcement
is lacking and avocado orchards continue to creep into the reserve.
Figure 41: Monarch butterflies at a sanctuary in Michoacán (Gonzalez, 2019).
Beyond the displacement of forests, the methods used to grow this resource-intensive crop have also wreaked havoc on
the local environment. Avocados trees are grown as a monoculture, which means that the same crop grows on the same
land year after year, for many years. This technique results in higher yields – the better to meet our growing demand –
but over time it strips the soil of its nutrients, decreasing soil fertility and leaving the crop more vulnerable to disease,
which would have the potential to decimate the entire crop (since the trees are all genetically identical). In order to avoid
this risk and compensate for the nutrient loss, growers apply large amounts of agrochemicals – pesticides, herbicides,
and fertilizers – which further contaminate the soil and the surrounding biodiversity as well, as these chemicals get
dragged by runoff waters into distant ecosystems. 
There is a human dimension to this environmental crisis, as the unchecked use of fertilizers and pesticides have put local
citizens’ health at risk, harming both farmworkers, who are directly exposed to the chemicals in the orchards, and
residents living nearby, as the spray drifts into the surrounding air and leaches into the water supply. Anecdotal evidence
suggests that cancer rates are rising in Mexico’s avocado production zones and children in schools near orchards report
having lung and stomach problems, health issues commonly associated with high levels of farm chemical use.
Avocados also require a constant and generous supply of water to produce: On average it takes a bathtub full of water to
produce a single fruit. The amount of irrigation water (as opposed to rainfall) needed is dependent on where in the world
it is grown, and in Michoacán – which gets ample rainfall during the six-month rainy season – it only takes 30 gallons of
irrigation water to produce every pound of fruit, compared to 75 gallons in California and 100 gallons in Chile. Yet still,
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the overall volume of production in Michoacán is so high that over 2.5 billion gallons of water are used daily to produce
avocados – equivalent to 3,800 Olympic-sized swimming pools – requiring a massive extraction of water from aquifers,
especially during the dry season. Among the top avocado producing countries, Mexico has the largest water footprint. 
Figure 42: Total water footprint related to the annual production of avocados in 2018 for
the nine top avocado producers (Sommaruga & Eldridge, 2020).
Local residents now face a growing water scarcity problem. The World Resources Institute designates Mexico as a
country with high water stress, meaning that 40 - 80% of the water available to domestic and commercial users is
withdrawn annually. In Michoacán’s key avocado production area – referred to as the “Avocado Zone” – nearly 70% of
the total amount of water extracted from wells is used by avocado orchards. The overexploitation of water resources to
grow more and more of this thirsty fruit is drying out the springs, wells, and rivers that supply water to local and
surrounding communities, including Mexico City, leaving smallholders and family households to compete for
increasingly limited water supplies. What’s more, the excessive avocado-related water extraction has opened caverns
beneath the soil surface, which local authorities believe could be the cause of the many small earthquakes that were
recorded in the Michoacán city of Uruapan within just six weeks in January and February of 2020. 
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Figure 43: Small earthquake activity in Uruapan and its surroundings (Sismologico Nacional de Mexico, 2020).
Food insecurity is also becoming increasingly common. Prior to the avocado boom, many households in Michoacán –
particularly in rural areas – practiced subsistence farming, nourishing their families with a diversity of crops, including
maize, beans, squash and different varieties of avocado trees. Since the passage of NAFTA, the lands and resources of the
region have become strongly oriented toward the production of crops for export –namely avocados – and consequently
subsistence crops have been either replaced or pushed on to more marginal land to make room for commercial avocado
orchards. Furthermore, the booming global demand has caused prices to rise to levels beyond the reach of many locals.
In Michoacán, where 46% of the population lives in poverty, it is now difficult for people to afford to purchase a fruit that
has been a staple of the traditional Mexican diet for over 10,000 years.
Though it is often argued that the avocado boom has brought increased wealth to the region – and some have indeed
gained in economic prosperity – the profits have not been evenly distributed, and many in the region have been left out
entirely, indigenous and rural populations in particular. The Mexican Constitution defines forest lands as commons,
owned collectively by indigenous and peasant communities. Yet in the absence of government enforcement, the rapid
expansion of avocado orchards in Michoacán has led to the de facto privatization of the forest commons and total
dispossession of indigenous and peasant communities. The loss of their communal property rights in turn has led to a
loss of food security and of access to the natural resources that the land provides and on which livelihoods depend. Forest
industries such as small-scale timber or resin production, for example, once provided important economic opportunities
for rural and indigenous communities. Poverty remains high among these populations, and in the face of growing food
insecurity and lacking any viable alternatives, many are forced to work on avocado orchards established in the very lands
they once formally owned.
Those avocado orchards are controlled by a handful of large farmers or corporations. In fact, 60% of avocado farmers in
Mexico are classified as large and mid-sized producers, and that percentage is increasing, due in part to agricultural
policies that favor export-oriented agribusinesses at the expense of small farmers traditionally oriented to production for
the domestic market. Without government assistance, avocado cultivation is not an option for most of these small
farmers, as it requires high investments to establish an orchard and can take up to ten years for it to become productive




Figure 44: State police standing guard along the road leading into Uruapan in Mexico's avocado belt (The Associated
Press, 2020).
 
Organized crime groups in Mexico have engaged in drug trafficking for decades, but in the 1990s, one of Mexico’s
periodic crackdowns on organized crime happened to coincide with the start of the avocado boom. As the government
made efforts to curtail their illegal drug activities, crime bosses and narcotraficantes (narco-traffickers) started looked
around for profitable local industries to exploit in order to keep their cash flow coming, and in Michoacán this meant the
avocado trade – by far the largest and most lucrative industry in the region. For over two decades, local communities
have experienced a surge in human rights violations at the hands of these drug cartels that are seeking to control the
avocado industry via extortion, kidnappings and killings of avocado farmers, and direct cultivation on lands forcibly
taken from farmers or carved out from protected forest lands. 
Up until 2017 the Michoacán region was largely controlled by the Caballeros Templarios, the Knights Templar. They
were known to “tax” farmers about $100 a year for each hectare of orchard, plus a few cents for each kilogram of
avocados produced. Those who refused to pay had their orchards burned, their families terrorized, or were killed – often
quite publicly, as a message to others. Some farmers abandoned their orchards and were forced to sign the land over to
cartel members. The cartel also forced its way into the packing and shipping businesses as well, demanding a tax on every
pound of avocados packed and shipped. Revenues from these activities were estimated to run as high as a quarter of a
billions dollars a year, so that by 2015 the Knights Templar were the largest single business entity in Michoacán, with
direct ownership of 10% of the state’s orchards and indirect control of an even larger percentage. A number of farmers
and towns began to fight back, organizing armed militias known as auto-difensas. But while some militias have been
effective enough to return control of some orchards to their rightful owners, success is localized and spotty, and regional
cartels continue to control many parts of the state, operating much as the Knights Templar did.
So it seems that in Michoacán it is the cartels that have benefited most from the ever-increasing demand for what today
are referred to as “the blood diamonds of Mexico.” Meanwhile, small farmers, agricultural workers, and households may
receive a minimal proportion of the benefits, but mostly are left to contend with the various externalities of pollution,
violence, dispossession, loss of livelihoods, and public health crises. 
Avocados in Transit: Hunts Point, Bronx
The negative externalities don’t end with the production of avocados in Michoacán, but continue throughout the fruit’s
journey to our plates. Once harvested, avocados are transported to one of over 50 large-scale packing houses in
Michoacán, where it takes one day to pack and prepare them for shipping to the U.S. Given the distance they must travel,
it requires high-tech processing, packaging and transportation conditions in order to preserve the fruit’s freshness; and
high tech often means energy and resource intensive. From the automatic equipment used to clean, sort, and pack the
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fruit, to the refrigerated storage and specialized cardboard containers used to control the temperature, these processes
contribute to the fruit’s carbon footprint and cause further harm to the environment.
Figure 45: Avocados roll down a production line at a packing plant in Michoacán (Kahn, 2018).
From the packing house, the avocados are loaded onto refrigerated trucks headed north. It takes these “reefer” trucks up
to two days to reach the border, and another two days to reach one of dozens of distribution centers around the U.S.,
generating more carbon emissions along the way. In New York City, the main distribution center is located in the South
Bronx neighborhood of Hunts Point. Known as the Hunts Point Food Distribution Center, it is the largest hub of its type
in the world, made up of three main food cooperatives, plus several independent food companies. The Center provides
over 60% of the daily stock of fruits and vegetables for the city’s 8.4 million residents, in addition to feeding a total of 30
million people within the larger region. It is also the largest employer in the Bronx, providing 8,500 direct jobs, and is
thus a significant contributor to the local economy.
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Figure 48: Hunts Point neighborhood in South Bronx, depicted in dark green (Foster, 2019).
Figure 47: Aerial view of the Hunts Point Distribution Center (NYC Food Policy Center, 2018).
But in order to match the ravenous demands of the New York’s growing population, the Center’s round-the-clock
operations have put a strain on the Hunts Point neighborhood, which is home to a low-income population of
predominately Black and Hispanic residents. Each day more than 10,000 diesel-fueled trucks make the trip to and from
the Center. The neighborhood also contains nine waste transfer stations – where the city’s fleet of garbage trucks drop off
their trash, including our overripe and discarded avocados, before it’s sorted and loaded onto larger vehicles bound for a
landfill – bringing the estimate up to 15,000 daily truck trips. In all, Hunts Point has some of the highest concentrations
of truck congestion in the city, and the diesel exhaust released by these trucks makes it a hotspot of air pollution. As in
Michoacán, the accompanying environmental and social impacts of this demand-driven pollution fall heavily on the low-
income and minority residents of the South Bronx – the poorest congressional district in the country, where 43% of
residents live below the federal poverty level.
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Figure 48: Row of refrigerated trucks awaiting cargo in Hunts Point (He, 2020).
Diesel exhaust contains a high amount of fine particulate matter (PM 2.5), which according to the World Health
Organization is the most dangerous type of pollution when it comes to human health and has been linked to respiratory
illnesses, heart disease, cancer and diabetes. Exposure to fine particulate matter is higher in Hunts Point compared to the
Bronx and NYC overall (with PM 2.5 levels of 8.5, 7.8, and 7.5 micrograms per cubic meter, respectively), and this has
been linked to higher levels of asthma and corresponding hospitalizations among neighborhood residents: Asthma-
related hospitalization rates for both children and adults are more than twice the citywide rate. Among the five boroughs
of NYC, the Bronx has ranked highest in both asthma hospitalizations and deaths, largely owing to this so-called “Asthma
Alley.”
The diesel exhaust from and around the Center also releases tens of thousands of tons of heat-trapping carbon dioxide
into the atmosphere each year; and those discarded avocados that are trucked to the landfill– along with the rest of the
3.9 million tons of food waste – produce methane gas as they decay, which is more than 25 times more potent than
carbon dioxide at warming the Earth. Combined, these activities contribute significantly to climate change, the impacts
of which fall heavily on Hunts Point residents. The neighborhood has limited green space – only 16% of the area is
covered by trees and grass, compared to 35% in the city overall – which makes it vulnerable to the effects of rising
temperatures. Extreme heat events exacerbate the area’s poor air quality, worsening the asthma and other respiratory
illnesses that locals already suffer from. 
The neighborhood is also highly susceptible to the effects of sea-level rise. Hunts Points is located on a peninsula,
surrounded by the East River on two sides and the Bronx River on the third. Rising seas dramatically increase the risk of
flooding, which not only can cause damage to local homes and businesses, but can also spread the chemical pollutants
that abound along Hunts Point’s heavily industrialized coastline into residential areas, posing a risk to public health.
Moreover, since the Center itself sits on this peninsula, flooding or any other natural disaster could seriously complicate
the city’s supply of fruits and vegetables, as well as fish and meat, putting all NYC residents at risk.
Perhaps the greater irony is that residents of Hunts Point don’t even have access to this bounty of fresh fruits and
vegetables that exists right at their doorstep. The Center as a whole occupies 329 acres – nearly half of the entire
peninsula – but because it operates on the wholesale level, it does not ensure food access for the local residents. In fact,
the neighborhood is effectively what’s known as a food desert, lacking in grocery stores selling healthy food at affordable
prices. Instead, the area has corner stores or bodegas that mainly sell convenience foods such as chips and soda. More
than 20% of residents are food insecure, meaning that they live in households that don't have enough food for every
family member to lead a healthy life. Some of the hungriest people in the country live, paradoxically, in the shadow of the
world’s largest food-distribution center. And without access to affordable and nutritious food, these individuals are at a
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higher risk of serious chronic diseases: 42% of Hunts Point residents are obese and 20% are diabetic, compared to the
citywide rate of 24% and 11% respectively.
So avocados continue their journey, while yet again local communities are left to deal with the numerous costs.
Avocados on Toast: Avocaderia
After 24 to 48 hours at the distribution center, the avocados are then shipped to wholesalers and food service outlets, or
directly to grocery stores and restaurants – like Avocaderia.
Figure 49: Avocaderia's storefront in Industry City (Avocaderia, 2020).
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Adorned with green and white Moroccan tiles, a variety of succulents and cacti, and a neon green sign that reads,
“Smashed in NYC,” the atmosphere in this health-focused spot is a far cry from the orchards of Mexico’s blood diamonds
in Michoacán and the congested streets of Hunts Point’s Asthma Alley. 
Figure 50: Sign behind the counter at Avocaderia (Tyler, 2018).
Figure 51: NYC customers lining up at Avocaderia's Chelsea location (Avocaderia, n.d.).
Avocado aficionados line up every day to snap photographs of the store’s social media-friendly interior and order
vibrantly colored, Instagram-ready dishes like avocado toast with sun-dried tomato pesto, all to the tune of an upbeat
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playlist emanating from the speakers, unaware of where that avocado spread stylishly on their toast is coming from.
Figure 52: Avocaderia's Avo Brunch Toast (2020).
 
For most New Yorkers, who are trying to make “clean” food choices that are good for their bodies and for the planet, the
costs of this food fad remain unseen and unknown, even when those costs are in their very own backyards. Avocaderia
opened its first store in Industry City, a repurposed warehouse complex now housing a variety of trendy eateries and
boutiques, located in Brooklyn’s Sunset Park – a neighborhood with a large Latinx community. Since Industry City’s
founding, rents in the neighborhood have increased 13.7%. According to local housing advocates, it’s getting harder for
longtime residents to afford their homes. This pattern exists in neighborhoods throughout New York City, with places
like Avocaderia catering to a new demographic of people who can pay as much as $12.95 for avocado toast, at the expense
of people who have lived here for years, some of whose ancestors began cultivating avocados over 5,000 years ago…
The Future of Avocados
As demand for avocados continues to rise, more and more orchards are cropping up to meet it, expanding into new
territories across the globe. In Jalisco, Michoacán’s neighboring state, avocado production currently represents only 9%
of the national total, but it is growing faster than anywhere else in the country, including Michoacán. And as the industry
continues to grow in Jalisco and elsewhere, we are seeing the same effects it has had in Michoacán. Already in Jalisco,
regions with the most avocado production are experiencing the highest rates of deforestation, which in turn has led to the
flooding of rivers in the foothills and soil erosion throughout the region. The rapid planting of avocado trees is also
preventing water from filtering down to aquifers, worsening water stress in surrounding communities.
The problems go beyond Mexico. In Chile – a growing source of avocados for foreign markets – water scarcity is
especially problematic. Due to its more arid climate, an avocado grown in Chile uses nearly three times as much
irrigation water as one grown in Mexico. So much of the groundwater has been appropriated by large avocado growers
that the wells and local rivers that once provided freshwater for small farmers and households have been left dry.
California, another mecca of the avocado industry, has been plagued with droughts and wildfires over the last few years.
Although almonds have long been the poster child for extravagant water use in the Sunshine State, avocados usually
require just as much irrigation water to produce and have been deemed a key culprit in the state’s recurring water
shortage.
The avocado industry seems almost impervious to the upheaval it leaves behind. The violence in Michoacán, for example,
has not curtailed the Mexican industry’s annual goal of increasing exports to the United States. Nor would new tariffs
necessarily stop Mexican avocado imports, as consumers have already shown during prior price spikes that they are
willing to pay more for their guacamole and avocado toast. Even if consumers were swayed by ethical or financial
concerns, the U.S. could still sate its appetite for avocados through countless other global sources, from Peru to Kenya,
and soon-to-be China, where production of avocados – which were virtually unknown in the country two decades ago –
has increased seven-fold since 1992. With the help of state funding, Chinese businesses have been developing avocado
plantations in the southern province of Guangxi, hoping to come up with an avocado that matches the Mexican variety, at
a lower cost. With the global avocado market expected to grow at a compound annual rate of 6.2% through 2027, China is
poised to become the next frontier for avocado production.
But growth has its limits, and climate change will be a problem for the avocado business. Researchers estimate that even
a mild temperature rise in avocado-growing areas will reduce crop yields by as much as 40%. In Australia, heatwaves
have already wiped out entire growing seasons. Rising temperatures are also creating drier conditions, exacerbating
water stress in regions that are already struggling with limited water supplies. In Michoacán, as water scarcity continues
to worsen, there are growing concerns about how to ensure equitable access for local communities while also supporting
avocado production, which – despite its harmful consequences – still accounts for one in every five jobs in the region.
In the face of these challenges, a road map toward a more sustainable solution – one that promotes production of
avocados in a way that protects the environment and communities while improving livelihoods – is crucial. And it will
require a coordinated effort between policymakers in producing and importing countries, producers large and small, and
avocado lovers the world over. 
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The first step would be to shift away from demand-driven production, and instead let the land dictate which agricultural
activities are best suited to its natural properties. This would mean redirecting avocado production to areas with rich
soils and a consistent water flow, such as parts of Peru and the Dominican Republic, while reducing the spread of
orchards in areas like Michoacán and California and instead planting crops that are less resource-intensive. Policies can
be put in place that promote a more diversified economy – one that includes a wider variety of crops, but also non-
agricultural activities such as forestry and ecotourism – in order to ensure alternative livelihoods and generate resilient
communities and ecosystems. 
Producers and policymakers could also develop and support food labeling schemes that guarantee that avocados are
produced using practices that minimize the environmental impact and assure a fairer distribution of the profits. In
Michoacán, Equal Exchange – the organization behind one such labeling scheme– has started a project called PRAGOR,
which is a collective of small avocado farmers who are guaranteed a minimum price for their harvest in return for their
commitment to using organic farming practices (avoiding the use of synthetic chemicals) and reducing their overall water
consumption.
The reality is that most of the solutions require the intervention of institutions, governments, and policymakers both at
the national and international levels, which is challenging given the power and resources that large producers and
marketing boards can wield to shape policies in their favor. But pressure can come from below. Armed with the
awareness that the foods we eat are much more than just a source of sustenance or the latest pop culture trend – that
they have direct and substantial impacts on the planet’s natural resources, the health and livelihoods of individuals, and
the security and equity of communities – we could urge governments and businesses to implement policies that improve
sustainability through every step of the avocado’s journey. Voting for elected officials who support policies that promote
sustainability, engaging in meaningful conversations about the true costs of our food fads, making purchasing decisions
not based on what’s trending on Twitter but what’s in season… Collectively, our individual choices can make a difference,
because ultimately it is our demand that drives what and how to produce. 
That may mean eating less of our favorite fruit– but perhaps we will enjoy our avocado toast more. 
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